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The Invitation: William Carlos
Williams' 'Al Que Quiere!'
Sean Carey
Out of print in its original form, in October of this year
New Directions is publishing the centennial edition of Al Que
Quiere! by William Carlos Williams. Originally published in
191 7, this was the poet's third book and his first foray into
what would later be called American Modernism.

local physician by day and a sort of dreamer-turned-writer the
rest of the time.
The short poems sort of fly past you, but what's left after
the concise ambiguity is a lingering truth scattered about the
book like little gems of universal comprehension. In "Pastoral;' Williams speaks of watching the sparrows dance about
the sidewalk and, later, an old man majestically treading in
the gutter and declares that "these things astonish me beyond
words:' We've all had those days of watching the world go on
around us in a sort of wonder as if everything were new.
Much of Al Que Quiere! reminds me of those days where
the mundane becomes sacred. We also get a glimpse into his
inner thoughts and feelings in "Portrait of a Young Man with
a Bad Heart:' The speaker pines for a woman in the neighborhood and knows that ultimately it wouldn't work and he'd
end up hurting her "but if she can get over it - it'd be the best
thing:'
Williams, himself, described the poems in this book as
"quiet:' Now, 100 years later, I think we need these respites of
quiet more than ever. Along with the quiet poetry is an afterword by Williams, on the work itself, that adds insight and
clarity.
Also included is "The Man Who Resembled A Horse;' a
Spanish work, by Rafael Arevalo Martinez, that Williams
translated with the help of his father. This review is titled
"Invitation;' after one of the pieces in Al Que Quiere! The last
few lines read "I have reached the stage / where I am teaching
myself I to laugh:' Williams encourages the reader to: "Come
on, take a walk with me:' So for him or her who wants it, come
on, take a walk with William Carlos Williams.

Riposte

Williams, a Puerto Rican-American pediatrician and poet,
took the Spanish title Al Que Quiere! for this work. In his own
words, Williams translates it as "To Him Who Wants It:' And
he likened the book, and his poetry in general, to a potential
pass in a friendly game of soccer. Here Williams is holding the
ball and he will gladly pass it on to you if you would like.
The poems have a light, crisp, windy, and ethereal quality
to them. They are terse musings on the weather, the change of
seasons, home life, and especially of the day to day atmosphere
of his hometown of Rutherford, New Jersey. Williams was a
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Love is like water or the air
my townspeople;
it cleanses, and dissipates evil gases.
It is like poetry too
and for the same reasons.
Love is so precious
my townspeople
that if I were you I would
have it under lock and key like the air or the Atlantic or
like poetry!
*a poem excerpted from Al Que Quiere!

While this political moment might be new, schools have
never been immune to the ideological and material reach of
prisons and policing. Many young people, especially Black and
Brown folks, have their first contact with police in schools.
Some such as Shakara, a 16-year-old Black student who was
slammed and dragged by an officer at Spring Valley School
South Carolina, are brutalized.
Surveillance, policing and militarization of public schools
continue to be normalized despite evidence that clearly
illustrates that far from safety, these practices and policies track
young people of color in the U.S toward prison.
It is against and despite this landscape, as this event illustrated, that community members, young people and teachers
continue to challenge and push back on our nation's prison
industrial complex.
With the highest incarceration rates in the world, schools
are already embedded in the United States' Prison Industrial
Complex. PIC being a term used to refer to the creation of prisons and detention centers as a perceived growth industry.
The web of the PIC, as Angela Davis writes in her book "Are
Prisons Obsolete?", encompasses "a set of symbiotic relationships among correctional communities, transnational corporations, media conglomerates, guards' unions and legislative and
court agendas" .
Yet beyond economic systems, the PIC also creates and
deepens an affective regime, the "common sense" surrounding
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people of color. While also making clear that no school is doing
everything right and that we all have more work to do panelists
highlighted examples of building power.
Some examples given were, at one site staff created schoolwide policies to not call the police and at another school teachers challenged the normalization of student roles like a "sheriff
of the day" within their school's kindergarten classroom.
While cultivating public dialogues and spaces to analyze
the PIC in schools and to share tactics for resistance is vital,
equally important is to create, circulate and deepen the ideas
that emerged. We know that excellent work is in process in
schools and communities across the US.
How can we share what we are learning about our campaigns to reduce contact with policing? How can we share
about our practices to build transformative justice responses to
harm and violence without criminalization and punishment ?
We know our survival requires us to build, share and analyze
these practices.
From our collective learning, we offer suggestions based on
the ways many teachers and other youth advocates are building
the capacity to challenge the PIC. This is not a checklist of
"must-dos;' nor is it exhaustive or intended to apply to every
context.
We know teachers are already practicing, generating and
sharing, other interventions.
Ending prision/ page 6
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Ending prison

Know Your Rights, the School and District Policies and
Get Data: Can ICE come to your school to question or remove
students or staff members? What are your district and school's
policies around involving the police? How are Native American
students impacted by your district's truancy policies? If these
policies create more harm, collectively organize to educate your
community to challenge these policies and reimagine more
humanizing responses.

Continued from 5
We offer these starting
ideas, in no order, as
generative possibilities to
build the world we know
we need, rather than a
prescription for a specific
situation.

Always Learn: Are
terms like the prison
industrial complex, or
restorative or transformative justice, new? Start a
political education reading
into action group with
other teachers or with your
students, around a key text such as " Are Prisons Obsolete?" by
Angela Davis.
For other reading resources check out: Critical Resistance
(criticalresistance.org)

Build Power Outside of Your Classroom: Connect with
community-based organizations that are doing work to shrink
the footprint of policing, to demand gender and racial justice
and to build transformative justice responses to harm.
See, for example, the innovative work of organizations such
as Mijente (mijente.net ) and the Audre Lorde Project's Safe
Outside the System (alp.org). Also, tap into or start a list of
programs/organizations in your community that offer resources to students and families when struggles arise.
Invite these groups, if they are not already on your campus,
to visit, connect and to share curricular ideas. And, if you are
part of a professional association, a labor union, or another
collective educators network- work to support these organizations to do radical political education for its memberships, to
take bold anti-PIC stances and to support anti-PIC initiatives,
campaigns and projects.

Build Communities of Shared Purpose: Work with those
in your school that want to end the PIC. Brainstorm different
situations that typically involve police or Immigration and
Customs Enforcement (ICE) at or around your school and talk
through how to handle them in ways that don't further feed
people into the PIC.

Discipline, not Punish: Move from discipline as punishment to discipline as the practice of holding high expectations
of each other, supporting one another and providing access to a
wide range of meaningful and rigorous learning opportunities
that include art, sports, curriculum that is strong and relevant
and more.

Ask, Listen and Imagine: Start and/or participate in
dialogues that challenge ourselves, our colleagues, students and
families to critically reflect on our identities and experiences in
schools. Ask questions such as, How do we define safety? How
can we address and prevent harm? How can we support each
other? Create opportunities to strategize around ways to be
accountable to one another.

Leave No One Behind! Work to build community and
campaigns that are open to all - from the janitorial staff to the
students. For example, in your school's efforts to make classrooms and hallways less harmful for queer folks, don't fall for
the notion that tougher suspension policies and zero tolerance
will work to address bullying.
Create Opportunities to Express Support, to Value
People and to Share Love. We all need to feel valued and cared

Policies Matter As Much As Practice: Yes, work to dismantle policies that punish and mimic our wider prison nation
and disproportionately harm communities of color. "Three
strikes and you're out:' zero tolerance discipline responses and
more examples are out there. However, just as important are all
of the daily indignities in schools.
How are we creating an inclusive and loving environment
in our classrooms and school halls? How does our language
reinforce or challenge the idea that certain students belong and
others are disposable? Create a daily practice of reflecting on
how you engage with your most "challenging" students.

[6]

for, particularly in schools. Develop curriculum, pedagogical
practices and school cultures that center our visions of liberation (arts! music!) and love in its myriad forms and affirm the
lives, histories and communities connected to your students.

Educate/Organize/Collectivize: Meet with your people
and come up with 10 more ideas and practices!

Authors notes and works cited
This list was created by Chrissy Anderson-Zavala, Farima
Pour- Khorshid and Erica R. Meiners with generative ideas
and feedback provided by a public dialogue on April 14,
2017 in Oakland, sponsored by Critical Resistance, People's
Education Movement (Bay Area), Education for Liberation,
Teachers 4 Social Justice, Center for Political Education,
Underground Scholars Initiative and Ethnic Studies Summit,
that also featured contributions by Sagnicthe Salazar (Xicana
Moratorium Coalition), Sharif Zakout (Arab Resource and
Organizing Center), Melissa Crosby (People's Education
Movement) and Rachel Herzing and Isaac Ontiveros (Center
for Political Education). This list was originally printed in the
2017 Planning to Change the World (http:/ /www.justiceplanbook.com ).
Davis, A. 2003. Are Prisons Obsolete? New York: Seven
Stories Press.
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Farima Pour-Khorshid is a PhD candidate at UC Santa
Cruz. She is also a bilingual kindergarten teacher, an adjunct
instructor at the University of San Francisco and a core
teacher organizer with Teachers 4 Social Justice, People's
Education Movement, Education for Liberation Network
and the Institute for Teachers of Color Committed to Racial
Justice. Her research focuses on supporting teachers of color
through grassroots critical affinity group spaces.
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The Indoor "play"list
Robin Bridges
Summertime is all about sun, heat and going outside. It's
the time to take advantage of all the outdoor things you can't
do during harsh Chicago winters ... It's just the worst. All that
fresh air and sunshine, who needs it? Below is a list of things to
watch, read and try inside. Now that it's fall we can throw on a
sweater and binge all the movies and entertainment we like.

"Los Punks: We are all we have"- This documentary shows
the thriving punk scene in the backyards of East Los Angeles
and South Central. It's dirty and grimey and absolutely great.
It highlights that family isn't always who we are born with.
Sometimes family is who we choose.
Netjlix, 1 hour 19 minutes

"Maria's: Faith in Womanhood"- A beautifully shot exploration of a Christian icon, Mary, and her influence throughout
Latin America. Interviews with close to 30 different individuals in several countries and her impact on their lives. Primarily
in Spanish with English subtitles, it's an hour and 15 minutes
that take viewers through so many lives and experiences.
Netjlix, 1 hour 15 minutes

"Rubble Kings"- Documenting lives in the South Bronx,
from the building of the Bronx expressway to the largest gang

Both "Rubble Kings" and "Ghetto Brothers: Warrior to
Peacemaker" follow the stories of the South Bronx gangs
during the early 197o's. Through the truce between the South
Bronx gangs to the brith of Hip hop.

[8]
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Playlist
Continued from 8
truce in history to the birth of Zulu Nation. This Documentary
pairs nicely with the next item on this list.

Netflix, 1 hour 8 minutes

"Mala Mala"- This film follows the lives of several women
in the Trans and drag community in Puerto Rico. Due to
Puerto Rico's high unemployment rate these women find
themselves in difficult situations. It follows the journey
through the passage of the 2014 nondiscrimination law, which
gave many of them the ability to move on. This film won
awards at many film festivals including Tribeca Film Festival
and 2016 GLADD media awards.
Netflix, 1 hour 30 minutes

"Ghetto Brothers: Warrior to Peacemaker"- Published
in 2014, the book is a first person perspective of one of the
founding members of the Ghetto Brothers Organization and
one of the instigators in the South Bronx gang truce. The book
details the journey through his life in the South Bronx and his
exploration of his Puerto Rican- Jewish heritage.
It can be purchased at Women and Children First at 5233
North Clark, Chicago, IL 60640. Find it at your local Chicago
Public Library Branch or in a store near you at Indebound.org.

" ONE OF THE RICHEST, MOST EMOTIONALLY COMPLICATED PORTRAITS
OF IDENTITY l'VE EVER SEEN."-weSLEYMORRIS,GRANTLAND

A TRANSFORMATIVE DOCUMENTARY

"Lucha Mexico"- Enter the magical world of Lucha Libre.
The film follows heroes, villains and independent wrestlers
in and out of the ring. Who are the men behind these masks?
Do they take them off? Do they have day jobs? Everything you
wanted to know and some things you had no idea you wanted
to know.
Netflix, 1 hour 45 minutes

LAT nos
~WHO
LuncHWITH

FAVYFAV AND BABELITO

"Latino's Who Lunch"- FavyFav and Babelito talk about
everything. It's like if your one tia got her own podcast- you
know the one. And they talk about everything. From pop
culture and politics to love and life they talk about everything,
And they talk to everyone. Both come from art backgrounds
and they really know how to talk about something visual in a
way that listeners can see with their ears.
Listen on Lationswholunch.com, Spotify, Google play
music, apple radio
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Border ASB

2,600 remains from unidentified migrants who died in the
Arizona desert.
Our group paused in the desert that day to read a list of
the names of migrants whose remains had been recovered so
far in 2017. We offered a moment of silence for each deceased
person on the list.
And for the countless people on the list without names, we
paid our respects by stating only their gender and age, "Unidentified male, age 45. Unidentified male, age 39. Unidentified female, age 54. Unidentified male, age 17 ..."
During our reflection time that evening, one of the students
in our group shared that the wool sweater he wore during our
desert walk was the same sweater his father wore when he
crossed the border to come to this country many years ago.
The following day, we witnessed an Operation Streamline
hearing in Tucson where we watched a group of 17 terrified
undocumented people in shackles get sentenced to detention
in a matter of thirty minutes without any real due process.
We had an opportunity to speak briefly with the magistrate
judge after the hearing and one of the students in our group
asked him why he did not give the migrants a chance to speak.
The magistrate said , "If I gave them a chance to speak, this
would take forever. This is already a long day for them:'
After their detention, they often get deported anyway, while
for-profit private U.S. prisons make money off each migrant.
According to a report about Operation Streamline from
the Coalici6n de Derechos Humanos ( Human Rights Coalition),private-prison companies made a profit of over $246,561

Continued from 11
their job and not looking at the bigger picture.
Visiting the wall in the border town of Nogales had a profound impact on me.
This wall not only separates families living on either side
(Nogales, Arizona, U.S. and Nogales, Sonora, Mexico), it has
also flooded several times, acting as the world's longest dam
and costing millions of dollars in damage each time.
Florence Detention Center is a private prison that detains
immigrants, which according to the Operation Streamline
report, costs individual taxpayers $161 per day per detainee.
Forbes reported that private prisons detain 73 percent of all
immigrants and that the two largest private prison corporations in the country drew in revenues of $1.85 billion and
$1.79 billion in 2016.
One of the more emotional experiences was our walk
through the desert near Arivaca with No More Deaths, a humanitarian aid organization.

stand separated by a high concrete and steel fence. (U.S.-Mexico barrier at Nogales) I Photo by Sgt. 1st Class Gordon Hyde
via Wikimedia Commons
by Sean Sullivan

I felt the intensity of the 98-degree heat of the desert while
walking the migrant trail. Each one of us carried a gallon of
water and other food items, which we left for those who might
pass by that same day or night on their treacherous journey.
In an attempt to deter migrants from entering the U.S., barriers have been built across mostly all of the towns and cities
along the border, causing many migrants to die (or disappear)
in the dangerous desert.
According to the New York Times since 2001, the Pima
County Medical Examiner's Office has recovered more than

per day or $90 million per year-for incarcerating immigrants
on criminal charges in 2011.
Back in his hometown, that same 27-year old detainee
danced in a traditional folk dance group, worked and went to
school. He sold his car and the few belongings he had and left
Ecuador to get away from gang violence.
It's not safe for him to go back there. He's sad and lonely in
the depressing detention center and is losing hope.
As long as the government has lockup quotas to keep pri-
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vate prisons filled, he and the other thirty-nine guys in his cell
block will continue their detention without any answers.
He has mailed me a few letters since our meeting in March.
His most recent letter arrived in early June and at that time he
was still detained in Florence.
There are lots of reasons one may immigrate to the U.S.
such as economic opportunities, political persecution, gang
violence, homophobia, to reunite with family, etc. However,
one thing is for sure, none of these issues would be addressed
by building a wall.
For anyone who is not already familiar with the Alternative
Spring Break program, it is a valuable opportunity for NEIU
students to visit someplace new and be immersed into the culture.
ASB trips are organized through the Student Leadership
Development office. The trips are offered at little or no cost
to the students, although there is an application process and
some fundraising is required for those who get accepted.

~

About the writer
Billie Kersh is a graduate student in the ENLACE master's
program in Educational Leadership: Higher Education Concentration at NEIU's El Centro. She has always been interested
in immigration (specifically migration to the U.S. from Mexico
and Central America) because of her exposure to the migrant
farmworkers where she grew up in central Wisconsin. During
her undergraduate studies at the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point, Billie worked on the first-ever collaboration between United Migrant Opportunity Services (UMOS) and the
UWSP Office of Multicultural Affairs to provide supplemental
summer educational experiences for children of migrant farmworkers. Billie currently works on the Research and Education
Core and the Planning and Evaluation Core of ChicagoCHEC
for NEIU, which is part of the U54 grant collaboration between
NEIU, Northwestern and UIC addressing cancer and health
disparities among underserved populations.

Alternative Spring Break participants left food and water for those
crossing the border and desperately need it. IBillie Kersh
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Keep

• .•·

Jacklyn Nowotnik
A Yoda-shaped outline on top and white font that read
"calm you shall keep and carry on you must, yes, hmmmm;'
against a grass green meme easily became one of my favorite
internet memes of all time.
I'll admit, it was mostly due to Yoda, but after working
with youth for nearly seven years now and being in a graduate program for educational leadership in higher education, I
appreciate it much more. In its own silly way it reminds me to
breath and meditate so that I may better serve the students I
work with, and sparks my interest in healing in education.
To some, healing in education may just sound like a
bunch of mumbo jumbo but the need to support students
holistically is real.
Andres Gonzalez, co-founder of Holistic Life Foundation
said,, "Whenever you're in a heightened scenario, whether it's
anger, stress, frustration, your heart rate increases.
So, if you're able to use your breath to slow everything

down, you're not as impulsive, you're not as reactionary
and you're able to respond to whatever scenario happens to
present itself;' in an interview with CNN.
According to the Chicago Tribune, their most recent report of crime rates is from April 2017, which reported a total
of 11,937 crimes. Of that total, only 2,199 of those crimes are
considered violent as they are assault, robbery, battery, sexual
assault and homicide.
The Chicago Tribune reported the number of shootings
in the city since the beginning of 2017 until early May. The
report shows that neighborhoods with the most shootings are
the west, south and southwest sides of the city.
Take violence out of the picture and there are still many
other stressors that can influence a student's ability to feel
comfortable to learn such as family issues, financial issues,
risk of deportation etc. In an article from The Atlantic,
Amanda Moreno, a graduate student studying child development at Erikson Institute, and her team received a $ 3 million
from the U.S. Department of Education to study mindfulness

[ 14)
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in more than 30 Chicago
public schools over four years.
"Some research has
suggested that children living
in high-stress environments
(drug -addicted parents, abusive caretakers, neighborhood
gun violence) are constantly
on edge, ready to fight or
take flight, which can lead to
outbursts in class that turn
into suspensions and even
expulsions, all detrimental for
learning:'
In April of this year,
Northeastern Illinois University (NEIU) collaborated
with the People's Education
Movement to create an event
called Healing in Education,
Resilience in Action.
The purpose of the event
was to share resources and
practices of healing that
created sustainable and longterm effects of justice. Some
of the workshops featured in
the programming included
decolonizing pedagogy,
mindfulness practice for a
warrior's anger, storytelling,
and trauma among refugees
and immigrants.
Dr. Gabriel Cortez, an
associate professor in educational leadership at NEIU
and co-chair of the People's
Education Forum Committee,
has been practicing healing in
education for five years now.
Influenced by his students
who are now counselors or
teachers, Dr. Cortez starts
each class with a brief session
of deep-breathing and light stretches.
"I figured I can introduce my future school leaders on the
importance of healing by actually doing the exercises together
in class;' said Cortez. He, along with his fellow co-chair and
community members felt that this year's forum needed to
revolve around healing and resilience.
"With the governments of the city, state and nation
cutting aware at social service, we feel that we need to share
insight and teach individuals who work in and with impoverished communities on the practices of self-care healing;'

r

,.

stated Cortez.
He added that "we need to think long-term with this
approach because we would like for community members to
know how to stay healthy by their own means and sustain
their strength in battling social justice issues on all fronts:'
Whether it be a "keep calm and carry on" meme, hosting
events like that of the People's Education Forum or directly
working with students on learning mindfulness, we have to
start somewhere. There is a need of communal and educational healing.

[ 151
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When we talk about Puerto Rico:
What we are really saying
Dr. Brandon P. Bisbey Ph.D.
The idea that the U.S. somehow transcends European colo- Rico is a colony of the U.S .. This may be due, in part, to the fact
nialism is a myth, one which is clearly illustrated by the case of that the majority of my students are Latin@, and many of PuerPuerto Rico. When I was a graduate student teaching Spanish at to Rican descent. These students do not need to be convinced
a private research university in the South, I once mentioned in that colonialism exists-they live it. However, it is important for
class that Puerto Rico was a colony of the United States.
those of us who are sympathetic to the plight of Puerto Rico to
One student, who was relatively conservative, responded be well-informed about it, and it is equally important for us to
indignantly that Puerto Rico was not a colony but rather a com - be able to convincingly engage with people who are ignorant
monwealth. I asked this student to bring a dictionary definition of the problems faced by Puerto Rico and the role colonialism
of the term "colony" and some basic information on the politi- plays in it.
cal sovereignty of Puerto Rico to the next class meeting so that
In that spirit, I have structured the rest of this article as a
we could determine whether or not Puerto Rico was actually a series of rhetorical questions and answers modeled on a recent
colony.
public relations campaign used by my union, the NEIU chapter
After considering the evidence in class, the student grudg- of UPI local 4100, to raise awareness of the effects of the Illinois
ingly admitted that the term "commonwealth" might actually be budget crisis on higher education.
a euphemistic way of referring to the real political condition of
Puerto Rico-that of a colony.
Did you know...
This disagreement arose from the fact that the term "colony"
... that Puerto Rico is a de facto colony of the U.S.?
now has a generally pejorative connotation. A colony is defined
De jure means "by law" or "legally" and de facto means "in
as, first and foremost, "a country or area enter the full or partial fact" or "in practice:' Puerto Rico was a colony of Spain from
political control of another country, typically a distant one, and 1493 to 1898. It passed to U.S. control after the Spanish-Amerioccupied by settlers from that countrY:'
can War of 1898 with an essentially colonial relationship that has
This definition reflects contemporary views of the abuses evolved over time. The de jure definition of the current political
committed during the heyday of European colonialism from status of Puerto Rico, established in its 1952 Constitution, is
the 15th to the 19th centuries. In the U.S., the notion of owning that of "Commonwealth" (called Estado Libre Asociado ["Free
colonies is unpalatable since the country began as a group of Associated State"] in Spanish). In practice, the freedom of that
colonies that overthrew British rule.
state is quite limited. While all Puerto Ricans are U.S. citizens by
That moment of tension in my Spanish class years ago was birth, residents of the commonwealth do not have federal voting
what is often tritely referred to as a "teachable moment:'A mo- rights. They do not vote in U.S. presidential elections and they
ment in time when a person can engage another in ways that are not represented by voting members in Congress. In other
can lead them to self-reflection and perhaps even the reconsid- words, they are technically ruled by a government in which they
eration of deeply held beliefs.
have no democratic voice.
The current political and economic situation in Puerto Rico
is a "teachable moment" for the entire Western Hemisphere, a
... that this situation is not a ''good deal" for the people of Puermoment to reconsider the continued effects of colonialism in to Rico?
the 21st century. Puerto Rico, currently burdened with over
Residents of the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico do not pay
$123 billion in debt and pension obligations, has declared a federal personal income tax on income earned in the Comform of bankruptcy, and the amount of money that will actu - monwealth. This is often cited as a good tradeoff for not having
ally be paid to its bondholders, the amount that will be paid to federal political representation. In practice, this is not a good
its pensioners, and what sort of cuts to social services will take tradeoff, because the lack of influence over the economic poliplace to stabilize its economy are currently being argued about cies that govern the island have led to a relatively low standard
in federal court.
of living compared with the mainland U.S.
One of the most striking aspects of this state of affairs is the
Puerto Rico has been in a recession for over 10 years, during
extent to which Puerto Rico's colonial status has contributed to which time it has lost 10% of its population. About 46% of the
the situation and continues to limit its people's ability to have a population lives below the U.S. poverty level and unemployment
voice in how their homeland is governed.
is over 11 %. In comparison, Mississippi, the poorest U.S. state,
In over five years of teaching at NEIU, I have never had a has a poverty level of 22% and an unemployment rate of 6.5%.
The Commonwealth government
Speaking of/ page 18
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has responded to the current
economic crisis by raising electric
and water rates, increasing the
general sales tax to 11.5% and closing 179 public schools.
It has also proposed ending pensions for new government
workers and cutting existing pension benefits by 10%. The federal control board that currently oversees the island's finances
has recommended $450 million in cuts to the University of
Puerto Rico, which has been shut down for months by student
strikes against tuition increases.

Continued from 16

... that Puerto Rico's lack of political representation in the U.S.
helped lead to the current crisis?
In 1917, Congress granted U.S. citizenship to Puerto Ricans
and also established that the interest earned on bonds issued by
the island's government would be free of any federal, state or
local taxation. This made Puerto Rican bonds very popular, and
they were seen as an easy way to raise money by the Commonwealth government.
In 1952, the Puerto Rican constitution enshrined repayment
of these bonds in the constitution, making them even more attractive to investors.
In 1976, section 936 of the U.S. Tax Code granted U.S.
corporations a tax exemption from income originating in U.S.
territories. Many U.S. corporations took advantage of this and
located subsidiaries in Puerto Rico. The Commonwealth government subsequently provided even more tax breaks to attract
more businesses.
In 2006, Congress repealed section 936. There was a mass
exodus of U.S. company subsidiaries from the island, which
began the current recession. The Commonwealth government
paid off mounting debt obligations by issuing more bonds. The
situation quickly spiraled out of control.
In 2016, Puerto Rico defaulted on its debt payments and
Congress passed the Puerto Rico Oversight, Management and
Economic Stability Act (PROMESA), which established a "fiscal
control board" to manage the island's finances and debt payments. This board recently declared that the Commonwealth's
government is bankrupt-unable to meet its debt obligations.
Aside from the constitution of 1952, the tax breaks for businesses and the continued issuance of bonds to raise money, none
of the items listed above was under the control of the government
of the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. While these decisions did
contribute to the current situation, it is well to remember that
they are, largely speaking, reactions to the financial conditions
that are imposed by Washington. Puerto Rico may bear some of
the blame for its current situation, but it has never been able to
do more than play with the cards it has been dealt.

... that the political status of Puerto Rico is not up to Puerto
Ricans?
The three main political movements in Puerto Rico are
identified by their position on the island's political status. One
is in favor of maintaining, but somehow reforming, the Com-

monwealth. One is in favor of U.S. statehood. One is in favor
of political independence from the U.S .. Practically speaking,
none of these movements has any power to actually influence
the political status of Puerto Rico. That is a prerogative of the
U.S. Congress, which has tended not to take into account the
apparent political will of the people of Puerto Rico. For exam pie, in a 2012 referendum, 54% of respondents voted that Puerto
Rico should not continue in its current territorial status, and
61 % voted for statehood as the preferred non-territorial option.
The U.S. Congress did not move to annex Puerto Rico.
Whether one sees statehood as a viable and desirable political
goal or not, the fact remains that a democratic measure of public
opinion indicated that the majority was in favor of becoming a
state, and that this was ignored by Congress. Despite the island's
longstanding relationship with the U.S. and the large diaspora
living there (now greater than the island's population), there is
strong opposition to Puerto Rican statehood on the mainland.
Republicans fear that it might be a Democratic stronghold,
and large state delegations like that of California fear diluting
their influence by giving up representative in the U.S. House.
The colonial status of Puerto Rico is maintained in order to further the political interests of those who do have influence in U.S.
politics. The current governor of the Commonwealth, who is in
favor of statehood, has called for another referendum on Puerto
Rico's status in the month of June. Whatever the results, they
will probably be ignored by the U.S. Congress.

.. . that this is the best moment to talk about this?
Stories about Puerto Rico do not often appear as national
news in the U.S., and most people in this country are probably
not aware of the reality of the island's political and economic
situation or the roots of these problems. The current crisis is a
major story because it affects international bond markets and
because Puerto Rico's debt situation is now frighteningly similar to that of several U.S. cities (like Detroit) and states (like
Illinois). This attention presents us with an important opportunity to try to change the narratives surrounding Puerto Rico, to
push mainland politics for a more just treatment of Puerto Rico.
Above all, we must make it clear that whenever we talk about
Puerto Rico, we are always talking about colonialism. I hope
that the above points will be helpful to some of you in talking
about it.
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